while; sometimes they are haunted by the apparent failings such musings reveal. These sorts of thoughts are termed counterfactual, defined as representations of alternatives to past factual events. Many counterfactuals are framed as conditionals, containing an if and a then component, with the if referencing a personal action and the then outlining a personal goal, as in, "If only I had asked her out, we might now be happily married." Regret 
is usually defined as the negative emotion that springs from counterfactual musings, particularly those counterfactuals that are upward (i.e., focusing on how things could have been better) and centered on personal action (Connolly & Zeelenberg, 2002) . Regret and counterfactual thinking are widely studied because of their impact on emotional well-being, decision making, behavior regulation, and mental health (Mandel, Hilton, & Catellani, 2005; Roese, 1997 Roese, , 2005 Zeelenberg, 1999) .
Sprawling as this literature has become, it contains barely a hint of replicable sex differences. This absence may be a reflection of the social domains in which past research has been situated. The present research tests whether sex differences in regret might be evident within some, but not other, domains of social life. A tantalizing hint as to this possibility appeared in Landman and Manis's (1992) investigation of which aspects of life people regret most (cf. Roese & Summerville, 2005) . Although overall they found "no age or sex differences . . . in frequency of counterfactual thought" (p. 474), they also noted that within the domain of romantic relationships, a sample of young adults "was almost equally divided among those imagining having had more relationships and those who imagined having had fewer, with males predominating in the first group and females in the second" (p. 476). To our knowledge, this intriguing observation has never been further pursued.
Indeed, past research on regret and counterfactual thinking has focused mainly on achievement domains, such as those involving educational (Nasco & Marsh, 1999) , athletic (Grieve, Houston, Dupuis, & Eddy, 1999) , gambling (Markman, Gavanski, Sherman, & McMullen, 1993) , or work-related goals (Morris, Moore, & Sim, 1999) , with relatively little examination of the romantic domain. To close this gap in the literature, the present research examined regrets centering on close romantic relationships and compared them to regrets in other domains, both interpersonal (e.g., friend and parental relationships) and achievement related. Within the domain of romantic relationships, there are compelling theoretical reasons to expect that sex differences will emerge in the form of variation between subtypes of regrets.
One reason why sex differences in regret might be especially pronounced in romantic as opposed to other close relationships derives from an evolutionary perspective on mating strategies (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Kenrick, Groth, Trost, & Sadalla, 1993; Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002; Li & Kenrick, in press ). According to this perspective, basic differences in the reproductive biology of women and men account for divergences in mating preferences and behavior. Whereas the minimum required parental investment for men can be as little as a few minutes and a few gametes, it is much larger for women, who incur the costs of pregnancy, lactation, and child care (Trivers, 1972) . In addition, men who take on multiple sexual partners in a given time period can potentially sire offspring with each partner, whereas women with multiple sex partners are limited to having one child per year. Thus, casual sex tends to confer more fitness benefits and fewer fitness costs to men than to women (Symons, 1979) . Indeed, past research has confirmed men's relative willingness and women's relative caution toward casual sex (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993 ; R. D. Clark & Hatfield, 1989; Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, & Trost, 1990) . In a study of new relationship initiation (C. L. Clark, Shaver, & Abrahams, 1999) , men recalled using more direct and active strategies than did women. These considerations suggest that, on average, women will be more cautious than men when it comes to initiating romantic encounters in general. As such, men more than women may regret neglecting to pursue romantic opportunities.
In romantic relationships, women typically take on the tasks of monitoring emotional needs, maintaining harmony, defusing conflict, and regulating negative emotions (Cross & Madson, 1997; Duncome & Marsden, 1995; Strazdins & Broom, 2004) . Women more than men focus on keeping matters of romance from deteriorating. Because women's reproductive value drops off more sharply with age than men's, it follows that when a relationship fails, the lost time may pose a larger reproductive cost to women than to men. Thus, women more than men may have long-term romantic regrets centering on prevention failures and having made the wrong choices. Taking into consideration both the differential time decay of reproductive value as well as the differential costs and benefits of sexual encounters, we may expect these sex differences to be especially apparent when individuals focus on regrettable sexual as opposed to nonsexual actions.
The present research frames sex differences in terms of prior investigations regarding the structure of regret: inaction versus action. Regrets of inaction center on what should have been done, whereas regrets of action center on what should not have been done (Gilovich & Medvec, 1995; Roese & Olson, 1993; Zeelenberg, van den Bos, van Dijk, & Pieters, 2002) , and these distinctions have been shown to map onto regulatory goals centering on promotion and prevention, respectively (e.g., Higgins, 1997 ; see also Elliot & Thrash, 2002) . Following a failure to obtain a valued outcome (e.g., failure to achieve a passing grade, i.e., promotion failure), individuals focus on actions they should have taken to have achieved that outcome (i.e., an additive counterfactual, akin to a regret of inaction, as in "I should have studied"). By contrast, following a failure to prevent an undesirable outcome (e.g., failure to avoid a car accident, i.e., prevention failure), individuals focus on actions they should have foregone so as to have preserved the status quo (i.e., a subtractive counterfactual, akin to a regret of action, as in "I shouldn't have been speeding"; see Pennington & Roese, 2003; Roese, Hur, & Pennington, 1999) . Thus, regrets may be understood partly in terms of their relation to individuals' ongoing goals, meaning that there is a close correspondence between desires toward which individuals acted or did not act and regrets regarding actions or inactions that might have resulted in different outcomes.
Overview of Research
We tested whether sex differences in regret, absent in other domains, might emerge exclusively within the domain of romantic relationships. Study 1 was the first test of domain-specificity, examining retrospective reports of actual regrets of inaction (i.e., promotion focus) versus action (i.e., prevention focus) as a function of participant sex and social domain (romantic relationships vs. parental interactions vs. academic achievement). Study 2 tested retrospective reports of actual regrets within the domains of friendship versus romance. Study 3 presented participants with a set of regrets that were rated in terms of selfperceived frequency and intensity and tested whether regret content centering on sexual versus nonsexual aspects of romantic relationships moderated the sex difference in regret.
Because these studies focused on long-term regrets, we expected to replicate the commonly reported finding that regrets of inaction outnumber regrets of action for temporally distant but not recent events (Gilovich & Medvec, 1995; . For this reason, we anticipated that sex differences would be superimposed over this main effect: The tendency for regrets of inaction to outnumber regrets of action should be substantially weaker among women than men, but only within the domain of romantic relationships.
STUDY 1: DOMAIN SPECIFICITY OF SEX DIFFERENCES
This study assessed sex differences in recollections of regrets derived from actual interpersonal experiences. Women and men completed questionnaires containing a request to record three salient regrets. On a betweensubject basis, these regrets were requested to fall within romantic relationships, nonromantic relationships (interactions with parents), or academic achievement. We hypothesized a sex difference within the romantic domain only, such that men more than women would emphasize regrets of inaction (promotion) over action (prevention). The nonromantic relationship condition permitted a test of the degree of domain specificity of sex differences in romantic relationships. In other words, might sex differences be common to regrets centering on any close interpersonal relationship, or might they be specific to romance per se?
Participants and Procedure
This study comprised three samples assessed at different points in time. Each sample was asked to focus on a different domain (romantic relationships, parental relationships, or academic achievement). In total, the samples included 62 women and 61 men attending the University of Illinois who participated in exchange for course credit. The mean age of participants was 20.1 years (SD = 1.59).
Each participant completed a one-page questionnaire containing spaces for three regrets that focused on one of the three life domains. This questionnaire was bundled along with a variety of other, unrelated questionnaires. Regrets were assessed using the following instructions:
As you look back across all the things that have happened to you . . . , is there anything in particular that stands out as a regret? In other words, is there something that you wish you had done differently, or some actions you wish you had or had not taken? In the space below, please record a few details about three different regrets. The spaces below are set up using an "if-then" format.
Participants recorded regrets using three numbered, underlined spaces that included stems for both the counterfactual antecedent ("IF ____") and the consequent ("THEN____").
Results and Discussion
The coding of regrets into inaction versus action was completed by two raters blind to the research hypotheses (mean Cohen's κ = .83). Disagreements were resolved by discussion with the first author. Because not all participants recorded three unique responses in the spaces provided, and because not all such responses could be coded as regrets, we used the proportion of all thoughts recorded for each regret subtype (inaction vs. action) as the dependent measure. Thus, a participant who recorded only one inaction regret in total and another who recorded three inaction regrets of inaction in total would both have scores of 1.0 for the variable of inaction regret. This measurement strategy is more appropriate than raw frequencies because our conceptual interest centered on the relative salience as opposed to overall volume of regrets of inaction versus action. Also, proportions were arc sin transformed to achieve a more normal distribution (Smith, 1976) prior to assessment via analysis of variance; means presented in the text, tables, and figures are the untransformed proportions. Because the three samples were assessed at different points in time, random assignment to domain condition was obviously not achieved.
Each sample was assessed using a 2 (sex) × 2 (regret: action vs. inaction) ANOVA. No sex differences were evident in the regrets centering on parental relationships (interaction F = .05, p = .82) or on those centering on academic achievement (F = .26, p = .61). In both of these domains, a main effect of regret subtype was significant, such that inaction regrets outnumbered action regrets; parental relationships: F (1, 38) = 14.8, p < .001, d = 1.22; academic relationships, F (1, 39) = 14.9, p < .001, d = 1.21 (see Table 1 and Figure 2 ).
Within the domain of romantic relationships, the 2 × 2 interaction was significant, F ( This study thus revealed a sex difference in regrets that was domain specific. Men focused more on regrets of inaction than action, whereas women reported an even mix of these two regret types. As in previous research, women and men were very similar in their achievementoriented regrets, which focused mainly on inaction (what past actions should have been done to have achieved success). Moreover, the sex difference is apparently unique to romantic as opposed to nonromantic relationships, in that no sex difference was evident in regrets centering on interactions with parents.
STUDY 2: REGRETS IN ROMANCE VERSUS FRIENDSHIP
Study 2 was designed to replicate the finding of a sex difference within the romantic domain and to probe further the degree of domain specificity by assessing regrets for relationships with friends. Although parents (examined in Study 1) tend to be emotionally close, they differ from romantic partners in a number of ways, including relative age and hierarchical power. Relationships with friends may be as emotionally close as those with parents; they not to differ so much in terms of age and power. If sex differences are absent from friendship regrets as well as parent regrets, we may rule out simpler explanations centering on age and power and focus instead on theoretical aspects intrinsic to romantic relationships. A second goal was to conduct content analyses to test more directly whether regulatory focus (i.e., promotion vs. prevention) maps onto the structural distinction between regrets of inaction and action.
An important concern for such a content analysis is whether the regrets provided by participants are comparable in terms of their focus. In Study 1, participants reported regrets from a potentially wide assortment of past romantic relationships. That is, the instructions did not specifically request participants to focus on one particular romantic partner but instead allowed participants to report regrets centering on perhaps just one, or maybe a few, or even many prior romantic relationships, with the determination of this left to participants' own discretion. Although this procedural aspect might simply incur random error, we cannot rule out the possibility that women and men systematically differed in how they interpreted the vagueness of this instruction. Therefore, in Study 2, participants were asked first to focus on a single individual (and to record that individual's initials so as to keep that individual firmly in mind). Participants then reported regrets derived from experiences with that individual only. Any sex differences observed using this technique could not so easily be attributed to sex-specific preferences for discussing many versus few past relationship partners. This procedural revision also benefits the test of the correspondence between regulatory and regret subtype. For each regret, a subjective coding of promotion versus prevention focus by an independent rater could be compared to the coding of regret subtype (inaction vs. action) within a particular relationship.
With the results of Study 1 in hand, we expected that for romantic relationships, men would report regrets more often emphasizing promotion over prevention, whereas women would report regrets emphasizing promotion and prevention in more equivalent numbers. But would this same sex difference appear in regrets focusing on friendships? 
Participants and Procedure
Sixty-nine participants (40 women, 29 men) attending the University of Illinois participated for course credit. The mean age of participants was 19.0 years (SD = 1.18).
In counterbalanced order, participants recorded regrets regarding interactions with a friend and romantic partner. Care was taken to ensure that participants focused on a particular individual for both relationship types (as opposed to summarizing regrets across multiple relationships). This was done by having participants record the initials of the individual whom they had in mind. The instructions were as follows: As you look back across your experiences with this close friend [romantic partner], is there anything in particular that stands out as a regret? In other words, is there something that you wish you had done differently, or some actions you wish you had taken or not taken? In the space below, please record a few details about three different regrets. The spaces below are set up using an "if-then" format.
Be sure to focus only on regrets involving your interactions with your close friend. [Be sure to focus only on regrets involving your interactions with your romantic partner.] (Italics in original)
Participants had space to record three regrets; each space included stems labeled "if only" and "then."
Results and Discussion
Regret codings. The codings of regrets into regrets of inaction versus action were completed by two people blind to the research hypotheses (Cohen's κ = .91). Disagreements were resolved by discussion with the first author.
The main dependent measure was again the proportion of regrets corresponding to action or inaction out of the total number of regrets recorded (arc sin transformed for ANOVA). Taking these proportions as the dependent variable, a 2 (sex) × 2 (relationship type: romance vs. friendship) × 2 (regret: action vs. inaction) ANOVA (the latter two factors were within-subject variables) revealed a significant three-way interaction, conducted separate two-way ANOVAs within the two types of relationships (means appear in Table 1 ). Looking first to friendships, no sex difference was evident. There was a significant main effect of regret subtype, with inaction regrets predominating over action regrets (Ms = .66 vs. .34, SDs = .29, .29), F(1, 60) = 13.8, p < .001, d = .94. But neither the main effect of sex (F = 0) nor the interaction between sex and regret subtype was significant (F = .31). For friendships, women reported more inaction than action regrets (Ms = .67 vs. .33, SDs = .31, .31), just as did men (Ms = .64 vs. .36, SDs = .27, .27).
Looking next to romantic relationships, however, there was indeed a significant interaction between sex and regret subtype, F(1, 61) = 5.30, p = .02, d = .59. The difference between inaction and action regrets was much bigger for men (M = .60) than women (M = .20). That is, men generated many more regrets of inaction than action (Ms = .80 vs. .20, SDs = .31, .31), t(28) = 4.78, p < .001, d = 1.88, whereas women generated only slightly more inaction regrets than action regrets (Ms = .60 vs. .40, SDs = .35, .35), t(61) = 1.75, p = .09, d = .58. This pattern replicated that found in Study 1.
Regulatory focus codings. Each regret was coded as to whether it emphasized promotion (e.g., focusing on acquisition, attainment, improvement, etc.) or prevention (e.g., security and caution, bypassing obstacles, protecting a relationship from decline, etc.). Again, two individuals coded the regrets and these achieved satisfactory interrater agreement (Cohen's κ = .72). Disagreements were resolved by discussion.
The proportion of regrets that emphasized promotion versus prevention were analyzed with a three-way (Sex × Relationship Type × Regulatory Focus) ANOVA. This analysis also revealed a significant three-way interaction, F(1, 60) = 12.2, p = .001, d = .89. To illuminate this interaction, separate two-way ANOVAs were conducted.
Looking first to friendships, no sex difference was evident. Indeed, no effects reached statistical significance (interaction F = .42). Looking next to romantic relationships, the Sex × Regulatory Focus interaction was significant, F(1, 61) = 11.4, p = .001, d = .86. For women, the proportions of regrets emphasizing promotion and prevention were similar (Ms = .43 vs. 57, SDs = .37, .37), t(39) = 1.07, p = .29, d = .36. For men, however, regrets were more likely to emphasize promotion than prevention (Ms = .72 vs. .28, SDs = .32, .32), t(28) = 3.82, p = .001, d = 1.50 (see Figure 1) . Thus, when regulatory focus is coded directly, the observation of sex differences in regrets of romance but not friendships holds.
Relation between regret structure and regulatory focus content. The above findings reveal a parallel between regret structure and content, such that regrets of inaction correspond to promotion failure and regrets of action correspond to prevention failure. This was the same relation observed using a variety of methods in previous research on counterfactual thinking (Pennington & Roese, 2003; Roese et al., 1999) . With each participant in the present research recording as many as six regrets, and with structure and content codings available for each regret, it was thus possible to measure the degree of association between structure and content in a novel way. Of all regrets recorded, 83.9% represented matches between both inaction and promotion and between action and prevention, χ 2 (1) = 451, p < .001, φ = .64. This pattern adds confidence to the use of regret structure as a marker for regulatory focus.
Relationship status does not qualify the sex difference.
One intriguing hypothesis is that a relatively stronger emphasis on promotion goals might be associated not with biological sex per se but with the stage or status of a romantic relationship. That is, the status of being single and looking for new relationships might be a situation that evokes relatively greater promotion focus for women and men equivalently, whereas the status of being in a more stable, ongoing relationship might evoke more of a prevention focus in both women and men. Indeed, previous research has shown that different life circumstances, such as becoming a new parent, influence ongoing regulatory goals (e.g., Alexander & Higgins, 1993) . If college-age women more than men tended to be involved in steady relationships, this sampling confound might account for the sex difference we have observed. Our procedure permitted us to test this possibility directly, in that participants noted whether the romantic relationship for which they recalled regrets was a current or past relationship. Of the women, 19 of 28 (68%) were currently in a relationship; of the men, 17 of 33 (52%) were in a relationship. These two proportions did not differ significantly, χ
2
(1) = 1.67, p = .20. More important, when relationship status was entered as a between-participant factor along with sex in an ANOVA testing the proportions of regrets centering on inaction versus inaction, it did not qualify the sex difference, F(1, 57) = .78, p = .39, d = .23. This analysis rules out the explanation that relationship status underlies the sex difference. Rather, there seems to be something intriguingly different about the way in which women and men formulate the regrets centering on their romances but not their friendships.
STUDY 3: SEXUAL VERSUS NONSEXUAL REGRET Study 3 assessed more specific content differences that underlie the sex difference in regrets of romance. Thus far, we have shown that sex differences are specific to romantic domains and that such differences map onto the distinction between promotion and prevention focus. Yet, within the domain of romance, an essential distinction can be made between regrets focusing on sexual versus nonsexual aspects of the relationship. From an evolutionary perspective in particular, it might be argued that men are more likely to regret missed sexual opportunities because they, more than women, can maximize reproductive outcomes via additional mating partners (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Kenrick et al., 1993; Trivers, 1972) . According to this view, women might be more likely to regret errors in sexual activity because of the greater costs of reproduction associated with motherhood (e.g., pregnancy, lactation, child care). This theoretical viewpoint suggests that the biggest sex differences in regret will be those focusing on sexual as opposed to nonsexual activity.
To test this hypothesis, we employed a method different from the first two studies. Rather than having participants report their own real regrets, participants instead rated regrets presented to them in terms of how often and how intensely they experienced each one. The regrets themselves corresponded to a 2 (regulatory focus: promotion vs. prevention) × 3 (domain: sexual-romantic, nonsexual romantic, and friend/family) design. We expected to replicate our previous findings with this new method in that men more than women would give greater frequency/ intensity ratings to the items corresponding to promotion as opposed to prevention, but only within the romantic domains. But would the sex difference vary as a function of whether the romantic regrets focused on sexual versus nonsexual content?
Participants and Procedure
Four hundred and eighty-six students (317 women, 169 men) attending the University of Illinois participated for course credit. The mean age was 20.1 years (SD = 1.62). Participants were presented with 18 written regrets purportedly transcribed from previous research. These regrets corresponded to the 2 (promotion vs. prevention) × target (sexuality, romance, friend/family) factorial structure, with three items for each of the six subscales derived from the 2 × 3 design (items appear in Table 2 ). For each one, participants first decided whether the regret was applicable or not applicable, as per the following instruction, "If the regret is not applicable to your life (e.g., the regret is about missing band practice and you don't play in a band), then check 'not applicable' and move directly to the next question." A rating of regret frequency and intensity was made for each item (using 7-point scales) only if participants found the regret to be applicable. This procedure allowed us to test more precisely the patterns among those who have actually had opportunities to feel the specific regret in question.
Results and Discussion
The regret frequency and intensity ratings were highly correlated (mean within-participant r = .67) and thus were averaged. The summary regret scores thus created were then combined into six subscales corresponding to the 2 (promotion vs. prevention) × target (romance-sexual, romance-nonsexual, friend/family) factorial structure. Because ratings were completed only for items that participants themselves deemed applicable, sample size varied from item to item. With these two within-subject factors combined with the between-subject factor of sex of participant, the resulting ANOVA revealed a significant three-way interaction, F(2, 146) = 25.1, p < .001, d = .82. Overall, regret ratings were higher for promotion than prevention (M = 3.40 vs. 3.08), F(1, 146) = 8.96, p = .02, d = .49, but the main effect of participant sex was not significant, F(1, 146) = 1.95, p = .17, d = .23. As in our previous studies, a sex difference became apparent only in the form of interactions involving regulatory focus.
The interaction pattern replicates the finding in Study 2 in that the tendency for men but not women to emphasize promotion over prevention is evident in the sexuality (first four bars in Figure 3 , two-way interaction, F [1, 178] = 19.4, p < .001, d = .66) and romance (second four bars in Figure 3 , F [1, 376] = 12.7, p < .01, d = .37) domains but not in the friends/family domain (last four bars in Figure 3 ). In the latter case, the interaction is the reverse of the sexuality and romance domains, F(1, 178) = 3.66, p = .06, d = .29.
Another way to describe the three-way interaction is in terms of pairwise contrasts between women and men within each of the six subscales. By far the largest such contrast centered on promotion-oriented sexuality: Men more than women regretted not having pursued sexual relations (Ms = 3.51 vs. 2.07), t(241) = 7.28, p < .001, d = .94. The flip side of this effect was weaker in that women were slightly more likely than men to regret failures to prevent imprudent sexual activity (Ms = 3.71 vs. 3.32), t(252) = 1.64, p = .10, d = .21. Turning next to the nonsexual side of romantic relationships, men gave higher ratings than women to the promotion-oriented regrets (Ms = 4.10 vs. 3.74), t(455) = 2.37, p = .02, d = .22, but the tendency for women to give higher ratings for regrets of prevention was much weaker (Ms = 3.23 vs. 3.00), t(395) = 1.56, p = .12, d = .16. Turning finally to those relationships involving friends and family, women were not much different from men in their promotion-oriented regrets (Ms = 4.07 vs. 3.86), t(478) = 1.82, p = .07, d = .17, or in their prevention-oriented regrets (Ms = 3.15 vs. 3.28), t(439) = .77, p = .44, d = .07.
The focal question of Study 3 was whether sexually oriented regrets were more sharply sex differentiated than nonsexual regrets. They were. One indication was the significant three-way interaction comparing the two-way sex-difference interactions within the sexual versus nonsexual sides of romance, that is, the 2 (sex of participant) × 2 (promotion vs. prevention) × 2 (sexual vs. nonsexual) interaction, F(1, 169) = 10.1, p = .002, d = .49. Another indication was the contrast between the two largest pairwise sex differences described above: those within promotion-sexual (d = .94) and promotionnonsexual (d = .22). This two-way interaction also was significant, F(1, 236) = 16.4, p < .001, d = .53. Thus, although there was a significant sex difference in romantic regrets of both a sexual as well as nonsexual nature, the sex difference was larger when regrets focused on sexual behavior.
Recall that prefacing each regret item was the dichotomous judgment of whether the regret was applicable to one's life and if participants checked "not applicable" they did not perform the frequency and intensity ratings. This strategy ensured that the above effects are relatively pure in the sense of not being clouded by those participants who lack the relevant experiences to make an informed retrospective judgment. However, this dichotomous applicability judgment is in itself an additional (albeit less sensitive) indicator of sex differences in regret. Participants could deem a regret inapplicable for at least two reasons: (a) they have no relevant experiences (e.g., the regret focuses on siblings but the participant is an only child) or (b) they have had relevant experiences but the regret suggests attitudes deeply discrepant from their own. In this latter case, the nonapplicable judgment might correspond to the lowest end of the frequency or intensity rating scales, hence, we might expect applicability rates to mirror the parametric effects described above. This was indeed the case. Pooling proportions across items, men more than women found sexual-promotion regrets to be applicable (49.7% vs. 24.4%), binomial Z = 2.37, p = .009. No such sex differences were found within the other five cells (p range = .30 to .49). The dichotomous applicability judgment, less sensitive though it may be compared to parametric measures, was nevertheless sufficiently sensitive to detect the largest of the sex differences noted above, that involving sexual-promotion regrets. Study 3 therefore pinpointed the content basis of the sex difference in regrets observed in the previous studies: Promotion versus prevention differences were stronger in the sexual than nonsexual sphere. Put simply, men more than women regret not having pursued sexual activity.
GENERAL DISCUSSION
Although the bulk of previous research on counterfactual thinking and regret contains little evidence for sex differences, findings reported by Landman and Manis (1992) hinted that sex differences might be found specifically in the romantic domain. Furthermore, the convergence of theories of parental investment and regulatory focus suggested a more formal basis for predicting domain-specific sex differences in regret. In the present research, we found that sex differences were evident only in regrets focusing on romantic relationships, not when they focused on friendships, parents, or academic achievement.
Past research has shown that when focusing on long periods of time, the biggest regrets center on inaction-on what the individual might have done (as opposed to not done) to have achieved a better outcome (Gilovich & Medvec, 1994 Roese et al., 1999; Roese & Olson, 1993; Zeelenberg, van Dijk, Manstead, & van der Pligt, 1998) . We replicated this finding in all domains tested and our new findings are superimposed over this effect. That is, within the domain of romantic relationships, women were much less likely than men to show this pattern. Instead, their romantic regrets emphasized a balance of inaction and action regrets. The present research constitutes the first clear demonstration of sex differences in regret, but of importance, this sex difference is domain-specific.
To characterize this pattern, we drew on the distinction between promotion and prevention focus as articulated in regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997 (Higgins, , 1998 . Counterfactual conditional thoughts frequently center on goal pursuit in that the if and the then components center on means and ends, respectively (e.g., "If only I had studied, I would have passed the test") (Roese, 1994 (Roese, , 1997 . Our earlier research established a link between regulatory focus and counterfactual thinking (Pennington & Roese, 2003; Roese et al., 1999) . In Study 2, by coding the contents of participants' regrets in terms of promotion versus prevention focus, we provided further evidence that ties regrets of inaction to promotion focus and regrets of action to prevention focus. This connection permitted us to characterize the sex difference findings in terms of regulatory focus: Women and men tend to be similar in many life domains in terms of a tendency to emphasize regrets centering on promotion rather than prevention failure, but women differ from men in emphasizing regrets involving prevention to a greater extent when it comes to romantic relationships. Extrapolating from other research on regulatory focus, we might further expect diverging emotional nuance in women's and men's romantic regrets. For example, prevention failure is associated with anxiety-related emotions, whereas promotion failure is associated with dejectionrelated emotions (e.g., Higgins, Shah, & Friedman, 1997; Roney, Higgins, & Shah, 1995) . From this vantage point, future research might reveal that women's romantic regrets have a more anxious and worrisome tone, whereas men's romantic regrets contain more despondence. The present findings suggest interesting implications for the practical side of relationship maintenance. If women and men differ in the kinds of regrets that haunt them for long periods of time, such regrets may be a source of continuing misunderstanding. Disagreements may arise over how best to manage money, raise children, or maintain a household, but whatever solutions are agreed on, the long-term recollections of these conflicts will in women center to a greater extent on actions that should have been avoided, whereas in men they will reflect actions that should have been taken to produce an improved state of affairs. Recognizing these basic motivational differences might be useful for couples interested in long-term conflict resolution and represents an interesting direction for studies of a therapeutic nature.
Further questions remain for future research. First, we found that whether individuals focused on a current relationship or recalled one from the past did nothing to moderate the sex difference. This finding suggests that there is something intrinsic to biological sex, not to relationship stage, that accounts for the sex difference. However, this conclusion remains tentative pending further investigations across a wider range of relationships stages, durations, and age ranges. Second, we concluded that sex differences in regret are domain-specific, to be found only in regrets centering on romantic relationships. This conclusion was based on the contrast to other close relationships, such as those involving friends (Study 2) and parents (Study 1), as well as to regrets evoked by achievement situations (Study 1), each of which revealed no evidence of a sex difference. The question remains whether the sex difference might appear in still other kinds of relationships, particularly those in which women may be primarily responsible for relationship maintenance and hence prevention focus (e.g., providing care for the young or elderly).
Our findings are consistent with evolutionary theories of mate preference and selection (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Kenrick, Trost, & Sundie, 2004; Li et al., 2002) . According to this view, reproductive biological differences between women and men account for variation in mate choice. Women tend to be more cautious when pursuing romantic possibilities because with higher costs of producing offspring (e.g., pregnancy, lactation, child care), mistakes in mate selection are costlier for women than men (Trivers, 1972) . By contrast, men face fewer constraints and can increase their chances of producing viable offspring by mating with more partners; hence, regrets regarding not trying hard enough to mate would be predicted to be greater for men than women. Study 3 revealed that the sex difference in regret, although statistically significant for both the sexual as well as nonsexual side of romantic relationships, is nevertheless much stronger for sexual regrets. Of the various ratings of regret intensity and frequency, by far the largest sex difference occurred on the items centering on promotion-focused sexuality. Men are vastly more likely than women to regret not trying harder to have sex or to regret missing an opportunity for sex.
The evolutionary perspective on counterfactual thinking may be further explored in future cross-cultural research. On one hand, it is possible that in cultures where casual sex is rare and men are expected to invest more heavily in their offspring, sex differences in romantic regret may be smaller. On the other hand, regret psychologies may be more strongly linked to the inherent sex differences in fitness costs and benefits, regardless of the actual mating dynamics found in local conditions. Of interest, Gilovich, Wang, Regan, and Nishina (2003) discovered cross-cultural consistency in the base rates of regrets of inaction versus action. However, Chen, Chiu, Roese, Tam, and Ivy (2005) , by examining domain specificity in a manner analogous to the present research, found that Chinese respondents were more likely to emphasize action than inaction regrets (i.e., prevention over promotion) than American respondents when focusing on academic achievement and family interactions. More generally, Asian relative to North American respondents tend to emphasize prevention over promotion (Lee, Aaker, & Gardner, 2000) , and whether this cultural difference in regulatory focus superimposes over, or interacts with, the sex difference we have uncovered remains for future research to examine (see also Janicki & Krebs, 1998; Kenrick, Ackerman, & Ledlow, 2003) .
A final theoretical connection worthy of future exploration is the link between regulatory focus theory and evolutionary theory. Past research has linked regulatory focus to risky versus cautious decision strategies (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Liberman, Idson, Camacho, & Higgins, 1999) , whereas other research has explored women's and men's mating decision strategies in similar terms (Haselton & Buss, 2000) . By using the present framework of regrets of inaction and action (i.e., regrets of omission vs. commission), future research may integrate these ideas more directly. The present research constitutes a preliminary assessment of sex differences in regret, and we expect that future research aiming at more specific aspects of this sex difference may be informed by each of these theoretical conceptions.
